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The study of magic is arguably the study of ritual in its most con-

centrated form. Indeed, recently some scholars who are concerned

that the category magic is a dubious one have proposed to substitute

the term “ritual power.”1 Ultimately what confronts scholars of magic

is what confronts scholars of ritual at large: where are the sources

by which we understand ritual? How can we know what it meant

to its participants, its literary framers, its imagined objects of devo-

tion? These questions make the study of magic of significance to the

history of religions and the social sciences in general.

The study of magic carries with it all the puzzles of ritual studies

and then some. This is due to one factor above others: the tendency

of magicians to engage in willful mystification. Yet as Catherine Bell

has pointed out, there are many cases in which ritual is invalidated

if it is understood; indeed, the successful operation of a ritual involves

what she calls a “strategic ‘misrecognition’ of the relationship of one’s

ends and means” (Bell, 1992: 108–10, 114–17). Presumably, if we

understood the supposedly “real” reasons why we shake hands, knock

on wood, or throw rice at a wedding, there would be no reason to

do so. If we take the notion that ritual is necessarily opaque to its

extreme, we might end up calling it, with Frits Staal, “Rules with-

out Meaning” (Staal 1989). 

But rituals are in fact interpreted by participants and theorists.

These include not only modern social scientists and historians of reli-

gion, but ancient teachers and religious leaders. Ritual theory is a

phenomenon that takes place within religious communities especially

when the social or conceptual context of a ritual system changes, when

1 See, for example, Meyer and Smith 1994; on the terminology see pp. 1–6; cf.
Meyer and Mirecki 1995, 2–5. On the use of the term magic for the purposes of
this study see Swartz 1996: 18–22.



234 michael d. swartz

a culture takes a hermeneutical turn, or when a key institution is in

crisis. We see ancient ritual theory operating in Mimamsa Hinduism,

Patristic theology, Neoplatonic philosophy and theurgy, and in Judaism

of Late Antiquity.2

We can illustrate the complexity of ancient ritual interpretation

through a well-known story told by the ancient Rabbis about inter-

pretation of sacrifice. The story is found in Pesiqta de-Rav Kahanah, a

fifth-century Palestinian Midrash. Sacrifice, as we will see, shares

much with magic in how we think of it, and in specific details. This

story is emblematic in how it deals with the presumed borders between

magic and religion, the multivalence and interpretability of ritual, and

the enterprise of comparison. It concerns one of the founders of

Rabbinic Judaism, Yo˙anan ben Zakkai, and how he was challenged

to interpret one of the most opaque rituals in biblical religion. The

question here is about the purification ritual of the red heifer in

Num. 19—a particularly puzzling case because the priest who per-

forms the ceremony is contaminated, while the ashes of the heifer

itself have the power to purify:

A gentile asked Yo˙anan ben Zakkai: “These things that you ( Jews) do
seem like a kind of witchcraft.3 You take a heifer and slaughter it, burn
it, grind it up, take its ashes, and if one of you is contaminated by the
dead, they sprinkle two or three drops of it and say ‘You are pure.’ ”

He said to him, “Has a tezazit4 spirit ever entered you?” He said, “No.”
He said, “Have you never seen someone in whom a tezazit spirit has
entered?” He said, “Yes.” He said: “What do you do?” He said, “We
bring roots and fumigate under him, and spray water on it and it flees.”
He said to him, “Don’t your ears hear what your lips are saying? This
spirit is like the spirit of impurity, as it is written, ‘I will also make
the prophets and the impure spirit vanish from the land’ ” (Zech 13:2).

When [the gentile] left, [Yo˙anan ben Zakkai’s] students said to
him, “You pushed him away with a reed. But what will you say to us?”
He said to them, “By your life! The dead does not contaminate nor the
water purify, but it is the decree of the Holy One, blessed be He.”5

This story is usually quoted to demonstrate how rational the Rabbis

were and how they rejected “magic.”6 But it provides us with an

2 Cf. especially Clooney 1990.
3 Aram. keshafin, usually referring to forbidden magic. 
4 This term refers to a demonic spirit that causes madness.
5 Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, Parah (ed. Mandelbaum 1962: 74). Cf. Midrash Tan˙uma

Óuqat 8; Tan˙uma Buber Óuqat 26; Num. R. 19:8; Pesiqta Rabbati Parah.
6 For example, Urbach 1979: 98; cf. Goldin 1988: 342–43. 
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opportunity to see how a ritual provokes both interpretation and

comparison. The comparison between the effectiveness of the sacrifice

and that of the “pagan” exorcism is easy, for as Jonathan Z. Smith,

Sarah Iles Johnston, and others have pointed out, much magical rit-

ual in the Greco-Roman world was domesticated cult (Smith 1995;

Johnston 2002). Notice also that the Rabbi can offer two levels of

interpretation for his different audiences, and that for his elite students

the interpretation is more “conceptual” and “theological:” the ashes

do not really have the power to purify, but we follow the ritual

because God has commanded it. But from the perspective of modern

ritual theory, we might say that Rabbi Yo˙anan’s first answer is

more rational than his second. That is, the first answer, being “com-

parative,” interprets the ritual itself more intelligibly than his second

answer, which leaves the content of the Red Heifer unexplained and

its mystery intact. It is the very opacity of the ritual that allows for

both interpretations.

Yet at times a ritual explicitly interprets itself, as when a practitioner,

presenting the Eucharist, announces that it is the body and blood

of Christ; or, when another, holding up a Torah scroll, announces,

“This is the Torah, which Moses placed before the children of Israel

from the mouth of God, by the hand of Moses.” More to the point,

rituals are invented at one point by human beings, even if their orig-

inators must necessarily remain obscure. If ritual practitioners are

what Jerome Rothenberg called “technicians of the sacred” (Rothen-

berg 1985), they are capable of imbuing their technology with rea-

son and intention. This can happen when rituals encode meaning

to be deciphered. 

One way of understanding ritual is therefore to see it as a form of

semiotic exchange—that is, a mutual conveyance of codes. The ritual

participant encodes meaning in the details of the ritual. These codes

are meant for the social environment, and also for the powers being

importuned. At the same time, the deity encodes signs of heaven’s

relationship to the individual. These are detected in the presumed

immediate responses to the ritual, and in natural signs or events that

serve as omens for the future. This essay will focus on a particular

aspect of how magical rituals manage to carry signification by encod-

ing it by means of letters, words, and images, and how they anticipate

a response in kind on the part of the angels, demons, and deity. 

As can be seen from Yo˙anan ben Zakkai’s analysis of the Red

Heifer ritual, sacrifice and magic have much in common. Therefore
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we will begin with an examination of sacrificial procedures in mag-

ical texts. As we shall see, work on the place of sacrifice in magic

in antiquity has yielded interesting results in recent years. This study

will attempt to take some of these findings a bit further and speak

about how signification is encoded in sacrificial offerings and encoun-

ters with the divine in Jewish magic. Our sources for this consider-

ation will be the medieval Hebrew and Aramaic magical grimoires

preserved largely in fragments from the Cairo Genizah and other

collections. We will also refer to the Greek Magical Papyri (PGM),

which can tell us much about the cultural environment in which

Jewish magic operated in late antiquity.

At this point a couple of methodological remarks are in order. The

first is that it is notoriously difficult to edit fragments of a magical

handbook in such a way that we can see how the entire composition

looked. There is often no clear organizing principal, no easy way of

identifying the order of the fragments, and the texts are extremely

unstable. Mordechai Margaliot’s controversial reconstruction of the

ancient Jewish magical handbook Sefer ha-Razim (Margaliot 1966) is

a case in point.7 But this enterprise is a desideratum; to this end the

recent systematic editions of magical texts from the Genizah by Peter

Schäfer and Shaul Shaked are of considerable value (Schäfer and

Shaked 1994–1997), as well as Yuval Harari’s edition of the post-

talmudic Aramaic magical manual Óarba de-Moshe (Harari 1997). In

particular, identification of the provenance of the documents will also

help us understand if there were specific local traditions within the

wide geographic orbit of the Genizah.8 This study will employ both

published and unpublished documents, taking advantage of these

steps forward in publication.

When we study rituals in magical texts, we are confronted with

another problem: How do we know which rituals were actually imple-

mented? The question is not a simple one. In Hebrew and Aramaic

Incantation Texts from the Cairo Genizah, Lawrence Schiffman and this

writer addressed this question by selecting amulets that had clearly been

used—that is, amulets with the name of a client written in (Schiffman

7 On this text and the textual problems involved in its study and editing see
Niggemeyer 1975 and Lesses 1998: 422–25. For an English translation of Sefer ha-
Razim see Morgan 1983.

8 Especially intriguing is the question of whether a specifically Egyptian strain of
Jewish magic can be detected; cf. Steven Wasserstrom’s remarks in this volume. 
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and Swartz 1992: 20–21). When we did this, we found that amulets

were distributed along lines that reflected day-to-day needs of people

in Genizah society: healing, “favor,” that is, social acceptance, rec-

onciliation between husband and wife, and so on (Schiffman and

Swartz 1992: 46–48). When we look at magical manuals, we often

encounter instructions so exotic and purposes so strange that we can-

not help but wonder if they were ever performed.9 But although we

do not know which rituals described in these grimoires were actually

put to use or how, their presentation in those texts allows us to see

the process of creation and interpretation in magical rituals. This

gives us insight into the enterprise of understanding how meaning

is lodged in otherwise opaque instructions.

I. Sacrifice and Magic

Sacrifice and ritual offerings constitute one significant means of com-

munication with divine beings in Jewish magic. Sacrifice and magic

do have many affinities, not the least of which has been their com-

mon status as the type of religious practice that traditionally distin-

guished modern religion from so-called primitive religions, as well

as Protestantism from Catholicism.10 More important, it is possible

that much of what we call magic in the ancient Mediterranean is

actually a domesticated form of sacrificial cult. This argument has been

made recently by Jonathan Z. Smith (1995), in his attempt to show

that the term magic has no heuristic value. Most procedures in the

PGM involve offerings of incense, plants, and occasional fowl—for

example, white roosters.11 In fact, Fritz Graf (1997), Sarah Iles

Johnston (2002), and others have now taken the important step of

9 But here too we should not jump to conclusions. There are, for example, incan-
tations for invisibility in which the name of an individual has been written, indicat-
ing that a client had intended to use them. Cf. autobiography of Solomon Maimon
(Hadas 1947: 30–40), in which he tries out a formula for invisibility and is shocked
when he is recognized by his comrades. My thanks to Moshe Idel for this reference.

10 See Thomas 1971; Clark 1967; Smith 1990, especially pp. 33–35 and 45.
Relationships between magic and sacrifice are explored more thoroughly in Swartz
2000 and 2002; for sacrifice in Greco-Roman magic cf. Johnston 2002. The obser-
vations presented here owe much to the insights presented in Johnston’s article, as
well as those of Smith 1995 and Graf 1997.

11 See for example the use of a white rooster in PGM iv 26–51 and a white
dove in PGM iv 2891–2940.
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analyzing these procedures in detail. Their analyses teach us that these

rituals can be decoded within the context of their culture. 

In Jewish magic, sacrifice per se is not nearly so frequent as in

Greco-Roman magic. For one thing, there was no domestic sacrificial

cult in post-biblical Judaism. There are unauthorized religious pro-

cedures that involve the expiatory death of an animal; the best known

of these is the expiation ritual known as kapparot, in which a rooster

is slaughtered before the High Holidays, the owner having transferred

his sins to the animal and swung it around his head. Jacob Lauterbach

(1951, 1970) argued that in slaughtering the rooster the practitioner

makes a sacrifice to Satan.12 Although Satan plays no part in the

magical rituals we will examine here, magical texts do occasionally

prescribe the ritual slaughter of an animal.

One of the most striking examples can be found in Sefer ha-Razim.13

It is worth looking at this ritual closely to see how it operates:

If you wish to converse with the moon and with the stars about any
matter, take a white rooster and fine flour and slaughter the rooster
into living water. In the blood and water knead the fine flour and
make three cakes and put them in the sun, and write on them in
blood the name of the fifth (heavenly) camp (of angels) and the name of
its overseer. Then place the three of them on a table of myrtle-wood
and stand14 facing the moon or facing the stars and say: “I adjure you
to bring the planet of N and his star to be his lover, bound to the
heart of N son of N.” Then say: “Place a fire from your fire into the
heart of this (male) N or this (female) N. Let her leave her father’s
and mother’s house for the love of this (male) N or this (female) N.”

Then take the two cakes and place them with the rooster in a new
flask and seal its mouth with wax and bury the flask in a place where
there is no sun. (Sefer ha-Razim 1:160–69) 

The text goes on to say that an incantation recited over the remain-

ing cake can bring kind acts ( gemilut ˙asadim) from other people.

On closer inspection, this ritual for “conversing with the moon

and stars” is really a love formula in which the moon and stars act

as heavenly matchmakers. The object of the adjuration, the angels

lodged in the fifth heavenly camp, is inscribed on the cakes; note

12 Lauterbach’s extensive studies of this custom are suggestive for many Jewish
magical rituals. Cf. also Aptowitzer 1923: 92–94.

13 Although, as we have seen, the redactional status of this text is unclear, this
does not affect the analysis of this passage presented here; see note 7 above.

14 Reading dwm[ for rwma with Margaliot.
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here that their names are not part of the incantation, but engraved

graphically. There are affinities here with the Jewish magical practice

of writing letters on cakes and eating them to instill memory, a prac-

tice that has been discussed in recent studies (Marcus 1996, Swartz

1996). The idea behind those rituals is that the ingestion of the letters

of the alphabet mirrors the anticipated ingestion of Torah. This prac-

tice also appears in Greek magical rituals for memory. But here the

practitioner does not eat the cakes. At the same time, several rituals

in PGM involve the baking of cakes or pellets to be used as offerings

to various spirits.15 Their advantage is that they are easily trans-

portable while containing the proper substance for the offering.

But what is the role of the slaughter of the rooster here? The

rooster is not slaughtered on an altar. A place of living water suffices—

a place that would be read by a Jewish reader as a place of purification.

The water might also carry biblical echoes of the numinous encoun-

ters with divine beings at the rivers Jabbok and Chebar.16 Lauterbach

(1951: 309–41) argued that the Jewish custom of casting breadcrumbs

on water on the high holidays (tashlikh) reflected an ancient popular

practice of presenting offerings to deities dwelling at bodies of water.17

In our passage the cakes are to be presented on a table of myrtle-

wood, which may function here as a kind of altar, perhaps reminiscent

of the table for the “bread of presentation” in the ancient Temple.18

The water also serves to catch the blood and mix with it for the cakes. 

The slaughter of the rooster thus serves to provide blood to be

mixed into the cakes and “ink” for engraving the name of the camps.

The rooster itself also carries a couple of valences. Fowl is the poor

person’s sacrificial animal. Roosters, doves, and other fowl are used

for minor offerings or because they are available to people who can-

not afford larger animals. They therefore serve many cults, from the

turtledove sacrificed on behalf of a new mother in Leviticus 12:6 to

the crossroads sacrifices common in the contemporary religion of the

Caribbean African diaspora known as Santeria. So too, fowl are the

15 See for example PGM iv 2891.
16 Gen. 32:23–33; Ezek. 1–3. For numerous other examples see Lauterbach 1951:

304–9.
17 Cf. also the initiation ceremony for schoolchildren described in Marcus 1996

and Kanarfogel 1992 and the practice of the Ashkenazic pietists (Óaside Ashkenaz)
of initiating a mystical adept into the mysteries of the Divine name over water (Dan
1968: 74–76).

18 Cf. Lev. 24:5–9.
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most common sacrificial animals in PGM. Furthermore, in inter-

pretations of the kapparot ritual, it is often pointed out that another

word for rooster is gever, which is also the word for man.19 What is

telling about this play on words is that it articulates a straightforward

theory of substitution as the basis of animal sacrifice.20 In fact, the

practitioner in that ceremony recites the phrase “life for life” in the

course of the ceremony. So it is likely that the rooster in our ritual

represents the practitioner himself. So too, the three cakes correspond

to three parties, the practitioner and the couple he wishes to unite.

Thus the burial of the two elements, the dead rooster and the cake,

constitutes a form of offering. More precisely, the rooster constitutes

the offering and the cake constitutes the “address,” so to speak, to

which the offering is to be delivered. It might be said that they are

offerings to a chthonic deity, but the given address is in heaven, in

the fifth angelic camp.

Thus the ritual of sacrifice in this magical procedure serves two

main purposes: to present an animal as an offering, and to provide

blood with which to write a formula. The latter function is quite

common in Mediterranean magical texts. Another Genizah text, MS.

TS K1.117, published by Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked (1993: 176),

requires that an incantation for causing fire in a person’s body (shilua˙
"esh) be written with the blood of a fowl. But more exotic animal

substances often serve as ingredients. Some of these stem from med-

ical traditions.21 The most dramatic slaughter of an animal in Sefer

ha Razim involves the slaughter of a lion cub and the use of its

blood.22 One question raised by such instructions is where the prac-

titioner is going to find a lion cub for the ceremony. It must be

remembered that exotic rituals often appear in magical books sim-

ply to lend mystery and power to the formula. Moreover, since, as

we have seen, an important function of ritual killing in magical texts

seems to be the collection of the animal’s blood for ink or as an

ingredient in an offering, it is likely that practitioners, pharmacists,

and the like sold such substances for use by practitioners.23

19 Lauterbach 1951: 355–56; see the responsum of Sheshna Gaon quoted there;
cf. Trachtenberg 1939: 163.

20 On the implications of this idea see Spiegel 1967.
21 For an abundance of examples, see the medical manual Sefer ha-Nisyonot, attrib-

uted to Abraham Ibn Ezra (Liebowitz and Marcus 1984). 
22 Sefer ha-Razim 1:119–121.
23 Cf. PGM XII.401–44, which contains a table of common substances and their
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But we should consider why the blood is used to write magical

names at all. In Mediterranean magic, blood and other unorthodox

substances are used for ink, which is used for inscribing magical

names on amulets, shards, and other surfaces. In a very rich article,

David Frankfurter (1994) has pointed out that writing carries many

levels of significance in magical procedures; magical texts often empha-

size the role of the magical book itself as an object of power.24 In

the case of letters written with special substances, the medium is also

the message. Writing a name with blood says not only that an incan-

tation, materia magica, or icon is designated for a specific purpose or

figure, but also that it carries with it the gravity of another life.

It is also common both in PGM and Jewish magic to offer incense,

often composed of aromatic plants mixed with substances such as

dried animal blood or organs. Thus for example, MS. TS K1.143,

published by Naveh and Shaked (1993: 196–97 [Genizah 18] fol.

19 lines 4–10), prescribes a daily offering of incense composed of

blossoms from a cedar tree, grapes, garlic, and the gall of a female

ox. At that point a mixture of roots, gall, and the blood of a white

chicken is placed over a woman for an unspecified purpose. Incense

is quite a rich category of offerings. It is a routine offering in

Mediterranean domestic cults, and for Jews is redolent of the Temple.

In fact, it is the offering of incense on Yom Kippur in the Holy of

Holies (Lev. 16:12–13) that served as the ritual occasion for the most

intimate encounter between a human being and God in the bibli-

cal cult. Moreover, there are indications that incense played a part

in the Palestinian synagogue of late antiquity (Fine 1997: 85).

exotic nicknames used by practitioners. The author introduces them as “interpre-
tations which the temple scribes employ, from the holy writings, in translation. Because
of the curiosity of the masses they [i.e., the scribes] inscribed the names of the
herbs and other things which they employed on the statues of the gods so that they
[i.e., the masses] since they do not take precaution, might not practice magic, [being
prevented] by the consequence of their misunderstanding. But we have collected
the explanations [of these names] from many copies of the sacred writings, all of
them secret.” (translation by Betz 1986: 167). My thanks to Professor Sarah Iles
Johnston for this reference.

24 Cf. also Swartz 1994a.
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II. Rituals of Apparition

What these rituals make possible is contact and communication

between human beings and supernatural beings. Likewise, magical

rituals of purification are designed to prepare the practitioner for the

presence of angelic beings (Swartz 1994b). We now turn to another

type of magical ritual, that which involves the apparition of an angel

or other divine being. As we will see, these procedures allow the

process of signification to work in the other direction—from the

realm of the divine to the realm of the human. 

A. The golden plate

One such ritual is particularly interesting for its use of priestly imagery

as well as its visionary nature. This passage, an unpublished Genizah

fragment in the Adler collection of the Jewish Theological Seminary

Library, apparently comes from a manual for reciting magical names

according to times of the year.25 It includes a ritual in which the

practitioner clothes himself, as it were, with the name of God. The

manual’s instructions are transcribed and translated here:

rwmç μyhla taryb hla lk ta tyç[w
lk ta ˚twç[bw [r rbd lkm dam ˚çpn

26bw hlyptb tybrhw fhrh l[ taxyw hla
trwbg ta rbdw dw[ μlkt alç çqbw hnyjtbw

27md fhrb tyar μaw d[rw haryb hzh μçh
μçh ta çwbll tqdx yk [d ça hyra twmd

wb qwqjç bhzh ≈yx tjqlw hzh çwdqh
˚bbl l[w 28˚rawxb wtrçqw hzh çwdqh μçh

ˆp ˚yl[ awhçk dw[ amft alç rmçh
jylxtw rbd lk hç[t ˆkw çn[t

You shall perform all of these (procedures) in the fear of God. Protect
yourself well from any bad thing. And when you perform all of these
(procedures) you should go out to the trough and say many prayers
and supplications, and ask that you not fail again. Then speak this
glorious name in fear and trembling. If you see the image of a lion

25 MS. JTSA ENA 6643.4. A fuller transcription and analysis also appears in
Swartz 2000: 67–69.

26 These letters and those at the end of line 6 represent words that were not
completed and were written in full at the next line.

27 See the previous note.
28 The letter aleph is written above the line.
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of fire in the trough, know that you have succeeded in wearing this
holy name. Then you shall take the golden plate (ßiß) on which this
holy name is engraved and tie it around your neck and on your heart.
Take care not to become impure again when it is on you, lest you
be punished. Then you may do anything and you will succeed.

MS. JTSA ENA 6643.4 lines 4–13

In its larger purpose, this procedure resembles countless others in

which the practitioner prepares for the use of the divine name through

a regimen of sequestration, fasting, ablution, and prayer.29 In the

course of this regimen, the practitioner is to “go out to the trough”—

presumably for watering his cattle—where he is to pronounce the

divine names, apparently provided by the text. Success is assured by

the appearance of the image of a lion of fire in the water. The most

likely association for this image is with the lions’ heads that appeared

on the Cherubim in the vision of Ezekiel (Ezek 1:10). Indeed, this

part of the ritual could be read as a kind of evocation of Ezekiel’s

vision, the trough standing for the body of water. A unique text in

Babylonian Aramaic, preserved in manuscripts of the early Jewish

mystical tradition known as Hekhalot literature, provides similar

instructions for reciting the powerful names recorded in the book

without being harmed:

Any man who reads this book must go by himself to the river to a
place that is concealed from human beings and from the spirits that
go out into the world. There he will see a man, and he will survive
by His mercy, and by his prayer he will be saved.30

Again, safety is assured by the appearance of a “man.” This procedure

has affinities with many other divination and visionary practices that

involve looking into a body of water or other fluid such as oil or

wine in a bowl (lychnomancy).31 One of the best known of these is

the age-old practice of oil divination, attested in sources from ancient

Babylonia to medieval Europe and described in Samuel Daiches’

monograph on Babylonian oil and egg magic (Daiches 1913), as well

as the cultivation of the Princes of the Cup and of the Thumb (Sare

Kos ve-Sare Bohen) mentioned in the Talmud32 and described by Joseph

29 On these rituals see Swartz 1994b.
30 Schäfer 1981 §495. For an English translation of the entire work see Swartz 2001.
31 For examples from Greco-Roman magic see PGM iv 222–260, 3209–3354; 

v 1–53, 54–69; vii 319–34. On these practices see Graf 1999; Johnston, 2001.
32 B. Sanhedrin 101a.
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Dan (1963). We have seen above that bodies of water can serve as

the locus of ritual. Likewise, several ancient prophetic and magical

texts deal with the revelation of secrets and the appearance of rev-

elatory figures over water.33

The practice of achieving magical empowerment by “wearing” the

name is also well attested in medieval Jewish magic. This practice

plays a particularly important role in the ritual of the medieval

Ashkenazic pietists known as Óaside Ashkenaz. A text known as Sefer

ha-Malbush u-Me'il ha-Íedaqah, “The Book of the Putting on and the

Fashioning of the Mantle of Righteousness,”34 resembles our ritual

in many ways. This text, like ours, presents a ritual whereby wear-

ing the name ensures protection from all troubles and obstacles:35 It

instructs the practitioner to make a garment of deerskin, fashioned

like the ephod of the priest and inscribed with extensive magical

names, which he then wears as he calls out those names. At that

point he will see either a green form or a red one. The green indi-

cates that he is still impure and the red indicates that he is pure.

In the ritual quoted here, the key ingredient is an object called a

ßiß—a gold plate on which the Divine name is engraved. In the Bible

this term refers to the gold frontlet, a strip of gold engraved with

the Divine name that the High Priest wore on his forehead when he

served in the Temple. Here the magician ties it around his neck like

an amulet. In Sefer ha-Malbush u-Me 'il ha-Íedaqah, the text also instructs:

lwgy[b [bwkh l[ btknh μçh hzw
wyl[ bwtk bhz ≈yx twç[l ≈rptt μaw tpnxmh bybs 36≈x ˆy[k

lç tpnxmh l[ wa ≈yxh l[ bwtkt rça μçh hzw bfwm μçh
dgbh

This is the name which is written on the hood in a circle like a dia-
dem (ßiß) around the headdress.37 And if you dare to make a gold dia-
dem, write the name well. This is the name that you should write on
the diadem and the headdress of the garment.38

33 On these see Lesses 1998: 215–18.
34 This text, which bears no relation to the text entitled Sefer ha-Malbush in the

Book of Raziel, appears in MS. British Library Add. 15299 fols. 92a–93a. Much
of it has been published in Scholem 1976: 130 and Lesses 1998: 217; for English
translations see Scholem 1976: 136–37 and Lesses 1998: 216–17; cf, also MS Oxford
1960 (= Michael 473) fols. 110a–111a.

35 Fol. 92a lines 36–37.
36 Probably to be read as ≈yx.
37 Cf. Exod. 28:37.
38 MS Brit. Mus. Or. Add 15299 fol. 92b lines 17–20.
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The magical name follows. The garment fashioned in Sefer ha-Malbush

u-Me 'il ha-Sedaqah is explicitly modeled on the ephod,39 and may

include a golden ßiß. So too the ßiß in our ceremony recalls the priest’s

frontlet. Thus while the magician cannot become the High Priest,

he takes on some of his power, vested in him by virtue of the name

of God engraved on gold and worn on his person.

Once again, then, the “medium,” the gold plate, on which the

“message,” the divine name, is written, is of significance. It carries

the authorization provided by the Tetragrammaton, which assures

the supernal forces that God Himself has sanctioned the magician’s

request. Its affinity with the diadem of the priest gives it an added

power, evident to both the magician and the supernatural powers

he wishes to impress. But in this case, the procedure is prompted

by a more direct form of authorization: the figure of a man with a

lion’s head, a sign of God’s approval of the magician’s efforts. But

we should pay close attention to his function in this scenario. He is

not a revelatory angel per se. He imparts no secrets to the magician.

Nor does he descend to protect the practitioner from harm. Rather,

he functions largely as a sign—an omen, so to speak, of the practi-

tioner’s successful operation of the ritual. 

B. A Ritual for Revelation

A ritual text that bears some similarities appears in another Genizah

fragment, MS TS K1.2, following a document called the “Treatise

on the Four Elements.” This text was published in Schäfer and

Shaked’s first volume of magical texts from the Genizah (Schäfer

and Shaked 1994: 46–54), and was first brought to the attention of

scholars by Norman Golb (1967: 15). The “Treatise on the Four

Elements” apparently deals with four entities, names of God or other

forces, two of which are benevolent and carry no moral or legal

danger, and two of which are illicit. This cryptic treatise, which

appears in two manuscripts,40 is followed by our fragment in only

one of those manuscripts, MS TS. K1.2. At the point where the

extant fragment begins, there is an incantation directed to entities

39 Ibid. lines 3–4.
40 MS. K1.2, published Schäfer and Shaked 1994 1:46–54 and MS. TS K1.37,

published in Schäfer and Shaked 1994 1:55–66. 
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whose identity is apparently lost from the extant text. This incanta-

tion uses several magical names in Greek or pseudo-Greek, includ-

ing one called “Heteroglossia.” (hyswlgwrdh).41

At that point the practitioner commands these entities to 

descend by the authority of these names and clothe me in a small
cloud and cover me with the glory and majesty; and do not wait one
moment. Quickly—let it be like a twinkling of an eye. And let my
spirit be saved and my life be protected. Amen.42

The text then instructs:

Then look and see. If you have recited up to here and nothing43 comes
to you, do not be ashamed because of those standing before you.44

Recite the prayer again so that you not [ ]45 to recite half of it,
until they seize y[ou.]

At this point the fragment is torn. The extant portion of the next

lines reads:

the earth and descends to you
and will lead you to [ ]
when [ ] on the earth.

The lacunae prevent us from finding out the identity of the one who

descends. On the next page the practitioner is instructed:

to stand on your feet so you can see the world turning before you.
Set your face toward the earth for a moment and the dizziness will
subside and your mind will return to the way it was. But look and
watch out for your life if you have made evil plans for that year or
have some transgressions on your hands. Purify your soul from the
previous year of these sins and of all corruption and iniquity. And if
you know that there is no sin deserving of divine punishment46 between
you and your neighbor, commence and perform (the procedure) with
the help of the Creator, and He will help you.

41 MS. TS K1.2 fol. 2a line 1.
42 Ibid. lines 4–8. This translation is based on the Schäfer and Shaked’s edition

(1994: 46–54), which also includes a German translation; cf. Golb’s translation of
several lines (Golb 1967: 15).

43 Or “no one”.
44 Golb (1967: 15) supposes that this refers to people “standing in the room”

while the practitioner recites the incantation.
45 This word, transcribed by Schäfer and Shaked as dbat, is fragmentary. Golb

(1967: 15) translates, “before thou art half finished,” perhaps restoring it as rmgt.
46 Heb. karet.
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The fragmentary lines that follow seem to be saying that the prac-

titioner’s wishes will be granted.

Norman Golb (1967: 14–15) uses this text as evidence that some

of these rituals were performed in a trance. And indeed this would

be indicated by the reference to dizziness and the return to con-

sciousness. But the text also indicates a more complex picture of the

ritual’s theory of operation. Like our previous example, the success-

ful ritual will result in a visitation of some beings who will assure

the participant’s success. This text resembles Jewish rituals for angelic

revelation such as the adjuration of the Prince of the Presence (Sar

ha-Panim) found among the Hekhalot texts.47 But it also has features

in common with the so-called Mithras liturgy in the Great Magical

Papyrus of Paris (PGM iv 475–829).48 In that mysterious and com-

plex ritual text, a series of invocations results in the adept’s being

lifted up into midair and visited by various classes of deities, from

divine “Pole Lords” to Helios himself. Like our text, which promises

protection for the period covered by the procedure, the Mithras

liturgy grants the initiate temporary status among the immortals.49

In both cases, the ritual offers protection from the effects of the

encounter with powerful forces. It is this encounter that the ritual

promises—an immediate, mutual relationship between the human

and divine parties. 

We have seen that many magical rituals presuppose an exchange

of signifiers between the spheres of the human and the divine, on

both the verbal and nonverbal levels. At the same time, rituals con-

vey meaning in another realm: the level of society. In each of these

cases, we can detect a message about who the practitioner is. This

message is intended for his human neighbors, and for himself. The

celestial matchmaking ritual shows him to be a powerful figure with

control over life, death, and love; the ritual of the gold plate shows

him to be the heir of the High Priest himself; and the revelatory

ritual following the treatise on the four elements places him above

47 Published in Schäfer 1981 §§623–39. For analyses of this and similar ritual
texts see Lesses 1998. 

48 For an edition and translation see Meyer 1976; for a revised translation and
annotation (also by Meyer) see Betz 1986: 48–54. On the process of ascent and
revelation in this and similar texts see Johnston 1997.

49 Cf. PGM iv 747. On the notion that appears in the Mithras liturgy of “becom-
ing immortal” temporarily see Johnston 1997: 179–80.
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his peers (perhaps “those standing before him”) as one worthy to be

transported by divine beings.

C. Other messages

There is one category of ritual practice in which the signifiers are

initiated by the deity himself: the category of divination. In divina-

tion rituals, the intent is to uncover hidden meaning in human action,

natural phenomena, dumb animals, or the utterings of children.

Divination has a long history in the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia.

Divination systems played an honored role in civilizations from Old

Babylonia to Rome.50 In ancient Israel, divination was institutional-

ized in the priestly oracles, especially the Urim and Thummim. But

with the loss of the cult, divination had no official status in Judaism.

Although Talmudic literature is full of statements interpreting omens

(simanim) in a person’s life, in nature, and in the animal world, the

early Rabbis seem to have regarded it with genuine ambivalence.51

At the same time, there is a rich literature of divination in the Jewish

magical tradition, encompassing such subjects as the meanings of

astronomical signs, body tremors, and so on.52

A particularly ancient and interesting example of a Jewish div-

ination text is an Aramaic astrological text from the Cairo Genizah,

published by Michael Sokoloff and the late Jonas Greenfield (1989).

This text takes the form of a liturgical poem ( piyyut) composed for

the sanctification of the new moon at the month of Nisan.53 Appro-

priately to this liturgical function, the poem is a lunar omen text.

The text adapts the formulaic style of such omen texts to the rhyme

scheme of the liturgical poem. What is notable about it is how it

50 For a recent list of sources for Mesopotamian divination, see Greenfield and
Sokoloff 1989: 201–2.

51 On divination in talmudic literature see Lieberman 1942: 97–100, and 1950:
194–99; Rabbinowitz 1971; cf. Swartz 2003. The idea expressed in talmudic liter-
ature that divinitory sources should not always be taken at face value has ancient
precedents. Cf. Abusch 1987: 20, on the possibility raised in an Akkadian source
that the gods may not always provide reliable omens.

52 On the literature of divination see Trachtenberg 1939: 208–29. 
53 The full poem, with its strophic arrangement and full lexicographic notes, is

published in Sokoloff and Yahalom 1999: 222–229. Besides the plethora of ancient
Near Eastern astrological texts and weather omens, more immediate antecedents to
such texts can be found at Qumran, where a brontological text (4Q318) has been
discovered. See Wise 1994: 13–60 and especially Geller 1998.
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relates not to the fate of the individual but to the fate of Israel as

a whole:

The moon is never eclipsed in Tishri. But if it is eclipsed, it is a bad
sign for the “enemies of the Jews.”54 Religious persecution will issue
from the kingdom and woeful destruction will be upon the Jews.55

The human body and its peculiarities also serve as a source of div-

ination in many cultures. The Dead Sea community at Qumran may

have used physiognomy in determining admission and rank in the

sect.56 There is also evidence that esoteric circles in late antiquity

took physiognomic and chiromantic factors into consideration when

passing on traditions of the divine name.57 The assumption behind

types of divination that rely on the body is that the outer appearance

of a person reflects the inner soul. In the case of these specific tra-

ditions, not only is the personality reflected in physical features, 

but destiny in the holy community as well. Later traditions interpret

body tremors and similar physical phenomena to tell the fate of the

individual.58

A particularly popular form of divination text is the book of lots,

or goralot, which proliferated in the middle ages and modern times.

Several of them circulate throughout the Jewish world under the

titles Goralot A˙itofel, Sefer Urim ve-Tumim, and books attributed to

Abraham ibn Ezra.59 This genre relies on random acts performed

by the practitioner on a set of data. The usual practice is to place

one’s finger randomly on one of a number of lettered squares, which

then refer to messages printed in the back of the book. This pro-

cedure is usually preceded by the recitation of a prayer petitioning

God in pious language to accept his request for information. In the

course of the petition, the practitioner or client asks a specific ques-

tion. The answer then corresponds to the place on the lettered grid

54 A euphemism for the Jews.
55 Lines 11–12, trans. Greeenfield and Sokoloff 1989.
56 For surveys of the evidence see Schiffman 1994: 362–64 and Alexander 1996.
57 On physiognomy and chiromancy in late antiquity and the early middle ages

see Scholem 1953, Gruenwald 1980:218–224 and the texts published in Schafer
1988: 84–95.

58 See Sefer Óasidim §162 (Margaliot 1957: 166–67) and Margaliot’s notes there;
cf. the 18th-century compilation Midrash Talpiyot (Elijah ha-Kohen 1860) fols. 10b–11b.

59 These books have become particularly popular in recent years, in part thanks
to Meir Backal, who publishes them in miniature editions sold all over Israel and
New York, based on available manuscripts (Backal 1965 [a], 1965 [b], 1995).
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where the finger has landed. Other techniques include sand divina-

tion or geomancy,60 weather omens, and bibliomancy.

These techniques are based on a semiotic conception of creation.

That is, in the world-view in which divination techniques operate,

the deity has embedded meaning in the world in such a way that

human beings can interpret it. In each of these traditions, a physi-

cal matrix—a flight pattern, the terrain of the earth, and the body—

becomes a map of the inquirer’s nature and future. Likewise seemingly

random actions, such as the placement of a finger or the opening

of a book, can reveal information both about the nature of the per-

son performing those actions and about his or her relationship to

the universe. This information, however, is not immediately manifest.

It has been encoded and requires the mediation of an interpreter or

manual. In contrast to the types of rituals we have seen, these div-

inatory procedures are based on the premise of an immediate encounter

between human and deity—rather, the deity has lodged the information

in the world, and the process is designed to recover it.

We have examined three stages in magical rituals of a process

whereby magician and deity communicate through encoded actions

and objects. In the first, the magician sends a message to the divine

powers sealed with the blood of living things. In the second, the

message conveyed by wearing the name or adjuring the powers brings

an immediate visitation. In the third, a procedure prompts the mes-

sage—that is, disclosure of divine secrets. All three examples show

us that as products of human creativity and imagination, rituals and

their interpretation are intimately related.

60 A particularly rich Jewish sand divination text going directly back to an Islamic
model is currently being studied by Yael Okun of the Jewish National Library; cf.
Savage-Smith and Smith 1980. My thanks to Ms. Okun for her advice regarding
this subject.
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